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A Gold Rush: Twelfth Night in Cincinnati
Niamh J. O’Leary (Xavier University)
Walking into the Otto M. Budig Theater last November,
actors arrived and burst into an original song. Pulling some of
patrons were greeted by the Cincinnati Shakespeare Company’s its lyrics from Caliban’s speech in The Tempest: “Be not afeard.
(CSC) Director of Creative Education and Outreach Jeremy The isle is full of noises” (3.2.135), the song transitioned into
Dubin, in costume as Fabian, standing behind an onstage bar
a unique curtain speech, moving from the “isle” to warning
and selling shots of whisky to audience members before the
patrons to mind the actors in the aisles, and from the “sounds
show. Stepping onto the stage to purchase from the bar gave
and sweet airs that give delight and hurt not” to urging patrons
patrons the opportunity to interact with the richly detailed
to turn off their phones. It was a foot-thumping, energetic tune
set: the interior of a saloon, embossed wallpaper in deep
reminiscent of Mumford & Sons. When the song finished,
green, a piano, a balcony, and various entrances and exits. This
the house lights went down, and Viola sang Feste’s song
set would double as Olivias and Orsino’s houses (or replace
from the play’s conclusion, beginning “When that I was a
those locations). The deep thrust stage allowed much action
little tiny... boy” and then burst into laughter, gesturing at her
to be played further downstage, presumably out-of-doors,
dress. As she sang of the wind and the rain, the storm began,
such as Antonia and Sebastian parting ways in Illyria’s streets
indicated through sound and lighting effects and actors’jerky
or Malvolio encountering the note dropped by Maria. The
movements across the stage, as though being blown about on
saloon set, which could have been restrictive in the hands
a ship. The “ship” was established through a large sail tacked
of less talented actors or designers, provided many excellent
across the front of the stage and a few stacks of wooden crates
performance moments. Feste and the musicians appeared
and barrels. Witnessing the shipwreck, the audience had the
and disappeared (via a trapdoor)
chance to see Sebastian (Patrick
behind the bar at a moment’s notice.
Earl Phillips), and become familiar
Sir Toby was almost part of the
with his appearance and costume,
set himself, slumped drunkenly
which helped seed characters’ later
at the end of the bar when Orsino
confusion of Sebastian and Cesario.
entered at the play’s beginning,
CSC accomplished the twinning
demanding the musicians give him
fairly well. McWethy and Phillips
excess of love’s food. Sir Toby raised
are of very similar height, coloring,
his glass and toasted incoherently
and build, and, when she costumed
in response. The fight between Sir
h erself as a boy, C esario wore
Andrew and Viola/Cesario unfolded
the same costume Phillips wore:
inside the saloon, allowing for
a blue sailor suit. Additionally,
all m anner of hilarity, including
Viola and Sebastian had shared
smashing bottles over heads and
m an n erism s—specific gestures
fending off attacks with bar stools.
and p h ra sin g s—w hich helped
And there was a running gag with
enhance the suggestion that they
Sir Andrew attempting dramatic
were interchangeable. CSC also
entrances, only to be smacked in
wove in opportunities to see them
the face as the saloon’s swinging
side by side in their blue costumes
double doors sprang back at him.
before the play’s conclusion, further
Abby Lee as Olivia and Caitlin McWethy as Viola.
Vince Salpietro’s unexpected scenic
establishing their similarity. When
Twelfth Night. Cincinnati Shakespeare Company.
design crafted a rich world for this
Malvolio chased after Cesario with
Photo by Mikki Schaffner.
production, which guest director
Olivia’s ring in 2.2, Sebastian entered
Austin Tichenor of the Reduced Shakespeare Company chose
at the back of the house and crossed the stage, and the steward
to set in 1850s San Francisco. In his program note, Tichenor
took off after him, only to be confused when Cesario appeared
commented that the set was inspired by the reclaimed barn
behind him.
wood used throughout the theatre, saying its appearance
The production explained Viola’s choice to crossdress
“suggested to us both a saloon and a wharf.” 1850s San
cleverly. Drying off post-shipwreck in the saloon, Viola
Francisco is not at first an obvious setting for the play, but
was startled by the appearance of Miranda McGee, who in
the busyness of a port city worked well for Illyria, as did the
addition to playing Antonia, also played a “saloon wench.”
rampant opportunism and corruption of the Gold Rush.
Entering the stage with a plunging neckline, she was groped
While Fabian was slinging drinks onstage, Viola (Caitlin
and kissed by the men at the saloon. Observing, Viola was
McWethy), Curio (Cary Davenport), and Valentine (Josh
clearly uncomfortable and announced her plan to present
Katawick) played music in the lobby. One of the highlights
herself as a boy to Orsino. It was effective and clear, and it
of the production was this original music, composed by
called attention to the gendered power dynamics of the play.
Davenport, and similarly inspired by the theatre’s reclaimed
Additionally, seeing McGee in this way contrasted sharply
wood. The folksy, banjo-led, Americana score crafted a warm
with her appearance later as Antonia: clad in gauchos, a
atmosphere for the production, further fitting the story to the
Crocodile Dundee-style hat, and vaguely Victorian lace-up
chosen setting. The performance opened in a way that felt boots, Antonia was a mishmash of vaguely androgynous
reminiscent of American Shakespeare Center staging at the
styles markedly different from the saloon wench. Other than
Blackfriars: the saloon onstage gave a last call, and suddenly
Viola/Cesario, she was the only woman in pants, and had a
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swashbuckling appearance that established her as a dangerous
ne’er-do-well. She provided a particularly nice visual contrast
to Sir Toby (Billy Chace) and Sir Andrew (Geoffrey Warren
Barnes II), two different flavors of dandy, and Cesario and
Sebastian, who looked incredibly young and boyish in their
sailor suits.
In general, I found the regendering of Antonio a
bit disappointing, as it undercut one of the play’s rich
opportunities for queer performance. CSC chose not to play
Antonia as pining for Sebastian, but rather, as close friends
with him. It worked, though something was lost in the
intensity of the relationship. However, I must admit McGee
did cut an impressive figure, wielding a sword and defying
convention as she did. And, at the play’s conclusion, the
production presented a fabulous quartet of strong women—
Olivia, Maria, Viola, and Antonia—all in a row, each strong
in a unique way.
The production took full advantage of the queer potential
of the play in other moments. Following performance
convention, Tichenor chose to stage a near-kiss in 2.4, as
Cesario and Orsino listen to “Come Away, death”—in this
production sung by Davenport’s Curio, rather than Feste.
Orsino (William Oliver Watkins) and Cesario sat at the
edge of the stage and passed a bottle of whisky back and
forth between them. There was a humorous moment when
Orsino took a belt, made a face, and then passed the bottle to
Cesario in challenge, who eagerly and easily gulped down an
impressive slug, smiling at the surprised Orsino and amusing
the audience. At the same time, Cesario, after sitting, self
consciously rearranged herself to appear more masculine,
slouching and demonstrating an impressive man-spread
(again, to audience laughter). While listening to Davenport
sing, Orsino and Cesario began to sneak glances at each other,
looking away when they were caught. Over a minute or so,
their body language clearly communicated sexual tension
and shock on each of their parts—Orsino shocked by his
own attraction to Cesario, and Cesario surprised to perceive
it. Orsino tucked Cesario’s hair behind her ear, placing his
hand on Cesario’s back, causing her to turn and meet his gaze
intensely. A kiss seemed imminent, but the song ended and
they leapt apart. Later, when Cesario dissolved in tears after
announcing, “I am all the daughters of my father’s house, /
And all the brothers too” (2.4.120-121), Orsino pulled her into
his arms to comfort her, but after a moment, a look of horror
crossed his face and they hastily separated, suggesting that
Orsino became noticeably aroused and shocked them both,
again. Watkins did a wonderful job of conveying Orsino’s
befuddlement at his own attraction to the young boy serving
him. He didn’t attempt to recover from it with masculine
bravado or a performance of brute strength. He seemed
genuinely shocked and dazed, as did Viola/Cesario.
CSC capitalized on the inherent queerness of the Cesario/
Orsino relationship throughout the play. One of my favorite
small touches occurred late in the performance. Sebastian
and Viola had been reunited, and Cesario was revealed to be
Viola. Orsino announced his intention to “have share in this
most happy wreck” (5.1.262). But, he accidentally approached
Sebastian, who was sitting on the edge of the stage, and
kneeling in front of him, put his hand possessively on his
thigh. Sebastian froze and pulled back, and only then did
Orsino recognize his mistake and turn to see Viola laughing
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behind him. The hilarious moment confirmed how easily one
could have mixed up Cesario and Sebastian.
Unfortunately, a weakness of CSC’s production was that
Feste’s part was radically trimmed. In large part, I think this
was done in the dual interests of shortening the play (the run
time was barely over 2 hours, including intermission), and
of enabling Davenport, as Curio, to sing more of the songs.
It was a true loss, though, as Feste’s dialogue is so rich, and
Paul Riopelle, who played Feste, is a wildly talented comedic
actor who gave the role a great deal of spark. I would have
liked to see more of him. The gulling of Malvolio (Barry
Mulholland) was another weakness in this performance: it was
underwhelming, perhaps because this Viola/Cesario was so
captivating, or perhaps because Feste’s part was so drastically
cut. Again, this was a real lost opportunity, as Mulholland is
an excellent actor and portrayed the starchy superiority of the
steward wonderfully. But, as the abuse of Malvolio continued,
the production didn’t emphasize its darker aspects, so the
whole thing felt on the edge of boring rather than out-and-out
hilarious or potentially dangerous.
Aside from these two weaknesses, which I chalk up
to direction, the production was bursting with superlative
performances. To highlight three: Sir Andrew Aguecheek
(Geoffrey Warren Barnes II), Olivia (Abby Lee), and Sir Topas
(Sylvester Little, Jr.). Barnes’ elastic face and intense physical
comedy was a joy to watch. His eye-wateringly bright red
suit provided plenty of stage comedy. He played Sir Andrew
as a daft dandy who demonstrated his mastery of “the backtrick” (1.3.118) with an impressive moonwalk. He was the
kind of idiot dilettante mocked in Deadwood’s Brom Garret
(Timothy Omundson). Meanwhile, Lee, in her debut with
CSC, was wonderfully stiff and prim as the play opened. At
first, I found this off-putting, but it quickly became clear how
well they conveyed Olivia’s self-important resolve to withdraw
from society. Her facial expressions underwent a marvelous
revolution—from frozen and disdainful, to self-deprecating
and awkward, to exuberant and unrestrained. Her unravelling
was particularly humorous as she was so ready to laugh at
herself, variously rolling her eyes and ad libbing “Oh my God’,’
as she shook her head ruefully after yet another failed attempt
to flirt with Cesario. As Sir Topas, Little was likewise very
entertaining. He delivered his short speech in 5.1 describing
the “contract of eternal bond of love” that had been sworn
between Olivia and Sebastian as an energetic Southern Baptist
minister, deeply moved by the spirit, dancing along to his
words, while Olivia threw her hands in the air and bopped
along. It was an odd moment, uncharacteristic of the rest of
the play’s setting, but utterly joyful and too entertaining to
truly strike an off-key note.
The production’s strengths—from the brilliant acting, to
the incredible set and costume design, to the utterly charming
music—far outweighed its weaknesses. While I would’ve
liked to see more of Feste, a darker Malvolio, and some
queerness restored to Antonia and Sebastian’s relationship,
this exuberant production was entirely successful. CSC is to be
commended for continuing to improve their production value
and for bringing in increasingly lauded and exciting guest
directors. And, seeing the immense talent in the ensemble’s
women makes one even more excited for next season, which
they’ve dubbed, “Season of the Woman.” Merry Wives, anyone?
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